From earliest times, angels have been seen as instruments of salvation and retribution, agents of revelation, and harbingers of hope. In effect, angels are situated at the intersections of diverse belief structures and philosophical systems. In this book, Meredith J. Gill examines the role of angels in medieval and Renaissance conceptions of heaven. She considers the character of Renaissance angelology as distinct from the medieval theological traditions that informed it and from which it emerged. Tracing the iconography of angels in text and in visual form, she also uncovers the philosophical underpinnings of medieval and Renaissance definitions of angels and their nature. From Dante through Pico della Mirandola, from the images of angels depicted by Fra Angelico to those painted by Raphael and his followers, angels, Gill argues, are the touchstones and markers of the era's intellectual self-understanding, and its classical revival, theological doctrines, and artistic imagination.
It is in the nature of angels, whose appeal is universal, that friends, colleagues, and students have offered a wealth of references, often along with a welcome leavening of humor. Among these are Paul Barolsky, Franco and Maria Ferrari, Kenneth Gouwens, W. David Myers, William L. Pressly, Karen Schneider, and Marjorie S. Venit. My students, among them Sarah Cadagin, Steven J. Cody, and Nicole Riesenberger, have offered enthusiastic and thoughtful insights. My colleague and friend from my days at Villa I Tatti, Victor Coelho, illuminated the meaning of Rosso's lute-playing angel in the artist's famous painted fragment. On a memorable morning in Rome, William E. Wallace led us to SS. Apostoli where we looked at the Nine Orders in Cardinal Bessarion's newly reopened funerary chapel. Above all, I owe a very special debt of thanks to Paul Barolsky and William L. Pressly, both of whom read the completed manuscript as well as versions in between, offering encouragement and advice that were more valuable than they can imagine. Paul Barolsky has always been an especially inspiriting interlocutor; in this, I have been exceptionally blessed. Once again, my far-seeing guide at Cambridge University Press, Beatrice Rehl, along with Assistant Editor Anastasia Graf, looked after my manuscript from beginning to end. My parents, Margaret and Peter Gill, who introduced me to Fra Angelico at San Marco at a very young age, have my love and appreciation. This book is dedicated to Eric Denker, who never tires of noticing angels. Eric gave me Billy Collins's collection of poems, Questions About Angels (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 1991/1999). The medieval theologians whom Collins gently critiques turn out to have been quite curious after all about subjects other than "the little dance floor on the head of a pin." This book is also dedicated to the memory of these indefatigable angelologists and their peers in the arts who, with at least as much imagination, also worried about the clothes of angels, the impact of angels' words, and their breathtaking bodily transformations.
